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THE ORIGIN OF LETTERS AND NUMERALS 
ACCORDING TO THE SEFER YESIRAH * 

By Phineas Mordeli,, Philadelphia 
The Text 

No Hebrew book has been so tampered with as the 
Sef er Yesirah. As early as the tenth century there existed 
several versions of it, varying in length and in arrange- 
ment. There were the short and the long version, which 
were edited in Mantua in 1562, and Saadya's text, edited 
by M. Lambert, in Paris, in 1891. Each of these three texts 
is different from the others. Although Saadya's version is 
almost of the same length as Mantua II, it differs material- 
ly therefrom in the arrangement of the chapters and the 
paragraphs, and it thus happens that the matter contained in 
one chapter in Mantua II may be found scattered through 
several chapters in Saadya's text; while entire paragraphs 
in Saadya's text are cut up and distributed among three 
different chapters in Mantua II. Both Mantua texts agree 
in a general way with each other in their arrangement, but 
Mantua II contains twice as much material as Mantua I, 
the former numbering about 2400 words, the latter only 
1200 words. 

A critical study leads to the conclusion that these ver- 
sions contain only about 600 words of the original Sefer 

•Continued from JQK., New Series, II, 557 ff. I wish to express here my 
thanks to Prof. Henry Malter for many courtesies extended to me in connec> 
tion with this work. 
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Yesirah. The remaining 600 words in Mantua I or the 
l8cx3 words in Mantua. II are all interpolations and not of 
the original Sefer Yesirah. All the matter belonging to the 
original Sefer Yesirah, I arranged as a separate treatise, 
which may be referred to as Sefer Yesirah I. All the 
interpolations I arranged also as a separate treatise, which 
may be referred to as Sefer Yesirah II. Having already 
explained the Sefer Yesirah I, it now remains to explain 
the Sefer Yesirah II. 

Of the Sefer Yesirah II little need be said ; it abounds 
in trifles, contradictions, and repetitions. Although it was 
intended as a commentary on Sefer Yesirah I, its author 
had no conception whatever of what the original Sefer 
Yesirah was. He saw in it only a cosmogony based upon 
the letters of the alphabet and the Sefirot. According to 
him, God created the universe with thirty-two wonderful 
ways of wisdom. These ways are the ten Sefirot and the 
twenty-two letters. The ten Sefirot are : The Spirit of God, 
Air, Water, Fire, Height, Depth, East, West, North, and 
South. From the first emanated the second; from the sec- 
ond the third, from the third the fourth, and the remaining 
six Sefirot emanated from the six permutations of the 
letters 'in. With the second Sefirah (Air) God created 
the twenty-two letters, and divided them into three parts, 
or books (onao n^'br) ; three mothers E'DN; seven double 
letters nnaa T03, and twelve simple letters: psjJ D3b 'on tin. 
With these three classes, or groups, of letters were created 
the various parts of the world (dSv), of the year (nJK'), 
and of the soul (K'Si). 

The author of the Sefer Yesirah II contradicts him- 
self ; he explains that by the three mother letters, CDN, which 
the original Sefer Yesirah declares to be a "great secret" 
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(bnJ HID), are meant the letters 'in of the great name vn'; 
the mothers thus not being a separate class at all, but part 
of the simple letters. 

As a matter of fact, he himself abandons the division 
of the letters into three parts, and rearranges them- in a 
two-fold division, one of ten and one of twelve letters. For, 
finally, he counts the letters tf»S with the seven double let- 
ters mB3 1:2, as one class. The whole theory of the world, 
of the year, and of the soul, is expressed by tens and 
twelves. Indeed he says" as follows : 

.... iPii D'':n mE'jja im'SD dSw" 
.... -im D'je'i me'w nrn'SD njtJ' 
. . . ."-[m Q'^n mtJ'M nriT'SO k'bj 

"The world is counted by ten and twelve 

The year is counted by ten and twelve 

The soul is counted by ten and twelve " 

It therefore follows that, according to the author of 
the Sefer Yesirah II, the twenty-two letters are divided 
into ten double maa 1J3, CDS and twelve simple letters, tin 
psp Dib 'Dn. According to the author of the Sefer Yesirah 
II, however, each double letter represents only one way of 
wisdom, as each simple letter does. The twenty-two let- 
ters, therefore, are according to him, only twenty-two ways 
of wisdom. The remaining ten ways of wisdom are the ten 
Sefirot, which he explained to be the Spirit of God, air, 
water, fire, height, depth, east, west, north, and south. 
The author of the Sefer Yesirah II understood the num- 
eral words ....wns ...{rijc ...DTIE' ...nnK*% occurring in the 
original Sefer Yesirah, to mean first, second, third, and 

'° Mantua II, chap. II, Sepher Yesirah II, chap. I. 

*> See text, §§ 18-21. 
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fourth. He ima^^ned that the author of the original Sefer 
Yesirah had counted only four Sefirot, and had forgotten 
to count the remaining six Sefirot, and after explaining that 
the four Sefirot are the Spirit of God, air, water, and fire, 
he counted height, depth, east, west, north, and south as 
six Sefirot to complete the number of the ten Sefirot. The 
truth is that the numerals .... K'btJ' .... DTiE' .... nns 
.... 5J31K mean, not first, second, third, and fourth; but 
one, two, three, and four, and these numbers themselves 
are the ten Sefirot from which all letters of the alphabet 
(particularly the vowel-letters) originated. The Sefirot, 
therefore, cannot be counted as ten separate ways of wis- 
dom. The latter view requires that the twenty-two letters 
shall be taken to be all the thirty-two ways of wisdom, not 
only twenty-two ways of wisdom as explained by the Sefer 
Yesirah II which is followed by all commentators. 

Saadya, who was the first to divide the letters 
into five groups f|Dia, p3"'j, nj^tsi, pB'Dl, vnns, believed 
all the letters to be consonants. He interpolated this 
division in the Sefer Yesirah without knowing that by 
niDK the original Sefer Yesirah meant vowels. The 
first to preceive that niDK meant vowels was Dunash 
Ibn Tamim," who explained that by the three mother 
letters t^DK the Sefer Yesirah meant the three vowel 
letters ''IK. He failed, however, to see that by way 
of contrast nnbin must necessarily mean consonants. Now, 
he knew that his version of the Sefer Yesirah contained 
many mistakes, that ignorant people had blended the origin- 
al and an early commentary," and consequently the original 
text did not exist. Yet he did not perceive the absurdity of 
the division of the letters into three classes named: three 

" Sefer Yesirah, London 1902, p. 45. 
« Ibid., p. 65. 
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mother letters tyDS, seven double letters iTiaa 133, and twelve 
simple letters, psv D3^ '•Dn tin . The category 'mothers' 
(niDs) is not in any sense coordinate with that of "double 
letters" and "simple letters," which contrast admirably with 
each other. Moreover, he failed to perceive that according 
to the Sefer Yesirah, there are ten double letters and not 
only seven. He is also at variance with all the known 
versions of the text, which give twelve simple letters, while 
he, in counting the total number of sounds 29, of which 14 
are contained in the seven double letters msa 1i^, makes 
the simple letters number 15. Besides it is very hard to un- 
derstand how Dunash could have counted the letters 'IK 
as simple letters having one sound, and declare at the same 
time that originally they were vowels and consequently 
must have had several sounds : namely ^ the sounds of i and 
e; 1 oi w, u and 0; K of a and other vowel sounds, as be- 
lieved by ^Kimhi*" and Ephodi." 

Long before I ever saw the Sefer Yesirah, I had con- 
cluded that the Hebrew alphabet consisted of ten letters 
with double sounds and twelve letters with simple sounds; 
thus representing thirty-two sounds. I came to this con- 
clusion in investigating the pronunciation of the vowels, 
which the reader will find in my n^npni nipjn ]'\pnh, in which 
I have discussed it at length. The ten double letters are: 
n,B',T,B,3 ,i,n,J ,a,N, and the twelve simple 
letters are : p , s ,5; , D ,3 , D ,b , ' ,a , n , T , n . 

I base this division on the assumption that the letters 
'15JK are the original vowels of the Hebrew alphabet, and 
that the true sounds of these letters were as follows : ]1 = 
a, n := e, »= 0, '' = i, 1 = M, 1 = zf. Hence the letters 

« Miklol, Furtli 1793, p. 87. 

" Maaseh Efod, Wien 1865, p. 35. 
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IK are also double letters, so that these together with the six 
letters naa ii2, the letter "i, and the letter C were known to 
be double letters: hence, ten letters with double sounds. 
After reaching this conclusion, I found that the division of 
the letters of the Sefer Yesirah bore a decided similarity to 
it. In fact, the Sefer Yesirah gives the same number, and 
the same classification of the single letters ; the only differ- 
ence is that it counts the 1 among the simple letters, while 
I considered the 1 as a double letter, and gave instead the 
D . Nevertheless, I do not believe, from a grammatical 
point of view, that the author of the original Sefer Yesirah 
could have counted the letter 1 as a simple letter instead 
of the letter D, and could have counted only seven double 
letters without including at least the letter ^ which is still 
pronounced as a double letter by a great majority of the 
Jewish people. Further investigation proved that anciently 
there were counted ten double letters. 

As is well known, some old grammarians, among whom 
was the author of the Dikduke ha-Te'amint, counted the 
final letters as separate letters, thus making the total num- 
ber of the letters of the alphabet twenty-seven. They ap- 
parently based their calculation upon the saying of the 
Talmud and Midrash that the letters HDK form respectively 
the beginning, the middle, and the end of the alphabet/' 
which can be true only if we count the finals as separate 
letters and thus make the total number twenty-seven, for 
otherwise the » can not be in the middle of the alphabet. 
Convinced that there are ten double letters and twelve 
simple letters, I concluded that there must have been a time 
when the Hebrew alphabet was reckoned thirty-two letters, 

*^ According to Rashi, Job 28, 17, the word flD!* occurred in the Sefer 
Ye§irah. See above in volume ii, p. 568. 
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without the final letters, and thirty-seven or thirty-nine with 
the final letters, as follows : 

In such an arrangement of the letters, not the D, but 
the letter 7 is in the middle of the alphabet. 

On reaching this conclusion, I sought to find some au- 
thority in the ancient literature for placing the ? in the 
middle of the alphabet. This fact, if established, would 
prove the correctness of my views on the Hebrew vowel 
points and their relation to the vowel letters rix as explain- 
ed in nsnpni T\p:n jiprib and it would also prove that the 
original Sefer Yesirah gave the number of double sound 
letters as ten, and not seven. To my great delight, I found 
in the HTpV ''3"n nvniN the following : "Why is the letter b 
higher than the other letters? Because it is in the middle 
of the letters." I also found in the Midrash Tadshe" that 
the letter b is in the middle of the letters. These passages 
make it clear that the ancients counted ten double letters, 
and in their arrangement of the alphabet, they sometimes 
counted them as twenty. This seemed to justify my read- 
ing of the ten double letters ,T ,a ,3 ,1 ,1 ,i ,D ,s ni^JlBa IK'S? 
,n .tr in the original Sefer Yesirah, and not seven, and my 
contention that by the thirty-two ways of wisdom are meant 
the thirty-two sounds of the Hebrew alphabet, consisting of 
ten double letters and twelve simple letters. 

The commentators not only failed to explain the 
combinations of the letters as the Sefer Yesirah directs 
them to be made, but they even altered the text, 
to make it harmonize with their mistaken interpre- 
tations. So early an authority as Saadya" mentions 

" Epstein, nmrrn nvaimijo , Wien 1887, p. xviii. 

*' Commenfaire sur le Sefer Yezira, Paris 1891, p. 80. 
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that in all the versions of the Sefer Yesirah he 
had seen, the text gave 221 divisions (onyB'). He corrected 
this to read 231 divisions (DnytJ'), and most of the commen- 
tators and editors adopted his reading. In Mantua II, chap. 
II, occurs the reading 241 divisions ( D''"iVK') ■ Barzeloni" 
mentions that in some versions there are 222 divisions 
(onye'), but his own opinion is that the correct reading is 
462 divisions (D''^I?t^'). 

Authorship 

Thus far, it has been impossible to determine the age 
and authorship of the Sefer Yesirah. Jewish tradition 
claims divine origin for it : it was intrusted by the Lord to 
Adam and afterwards to Abraham. A very interesting 
passage concerning Abraham and his relation to the Sefer 
Yesirah is quoted by J, Barzeloni, in his commentary on 
the Sefer Yesirah (p. 268), from an ancient text. 

nD3Dn n"3n idk tid ni^s uod iniK noani D^iyn -['? e" ainx 
,uinN nmax^ i^''^:) •'nu tii n? noNi mini i^dji DmaxD '-jk 
1BD2 n"3n i^d: to r\w a^i ray «)2-'e> iv is^ vjb^ mot? 
n^n N^i 13 vva) th'' ntj'r n^ni dmas? nooi . t3 idki m^v' 
cpaD nriK oi^a 1^ moxi ?ip na hnx^e' nr di^d n t'^n? ?i3' 
N? nriNi 13 »mpni htv idd -'nun^) inx ''j» •>?« iDxy niiETi^ 
TD 13 irsni DD''3B> 13 iDum ■i3n iDvy? 3np 'fn> n tnn? ?3in 
n^ijfn riK "iis? wi iD'sni d'ijb' 'j idv 3b>m 13t Dt?? Dm3s n^n 

iy imj'3» K?l D''D3n 'JB' N^K T'H'' 13 P3'K' DnK 1^ fS VB'Dy 1V\ 

yen [?Q3^b' no] dsSid '?:> niB'y? i?3i» inir3''-K'3i dub' 'i 
.n?i3 minn ?3 id'^i n-rn' nosn ti'Din Dm3N 13 t'3ntj'3i 

^ Commentary on the Sefer Yezira, Berlin 1885, p. 209. 
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"We find in an ancient reading as follows: When 
Abraham, our father, was born, the angels of ministry said 
to the Holy One, blessed be He ; 'O Lord of the World ! 
Thou hast a beloved one in the world, wilt Thou conceal 
anything from him?' Directly, the Holy One, blessed be 
He said: 'Shall I conceal from Abraham?' and consulted 
the Torah. He said to her: 'My daughter, come and we 
will marry thee to Abraham My beloved.' She said to him : 
'No, not until the meek one comes and takes meekness.' 
God then consulted the Sefer Yesirah, which said, 'Yes.' 
God then handed it over to Abraham, who sat by himself 
studying it, without being able to understand anything, until 
a heavenly voice came forth and said: 'Dost thou seek to 
compare thyself with Me? I am 'One,' I created the Sefer 
Yesirah, and studied it. But thou canst not understand it 
alone. Get thee an associate, and look into it together, you 
will then understand.' At once, Abraham went to his 
teacher Shem, and stayed with him three years. They 
looked into it and they knew how to form the world. From 
that time to this, there is no man who can understand it 
alone, there must be two wise men, and they cannot under- 
stand it before three years. But when they do understand 
it, they can do anything their hearts desire. When Abra- 
ham understood it, his wisdom increased greatly, and he 
taught the whole law." 

The world which Abraham and his teacher Shem were 
able to form after three years of study of the Sefer Yesirah 
may be understood to mean the world of letters. Indeed, 
the invention of letters was anciently spoken of as the crea- 
tion of the universe. 

The names of Moses, Ezra, and Rabbi Akiba have also 
been advanced as the authors of the Sefer Yesirah. The 
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attribution of the work to Rabbi Akiba undoubtedly rests 
on a confusion of titles. The Safer Yesirah was called by 
ancient writers irax Dm3N bcj' nvniN, and was confounded 
with the Midrash wpyai^t^nvDIK, which is called by some 
authors Sefer Yesirah. Thus Gedaliah Ibn Yahya, in his 
Shalshelet ha-l^abbaiah, says: 

nmtj' m'X'' "iBD t^M rii^apn ^y m^x^ ^BD1 ]T\'?'''2a idd inn xini 

"He composed the Sefer Mekiltin, and the Sefer 
Yesirah on Kabbalah. There is a Sefer Yesirah composed 
by Abraham, to which Nahmanides made a great and won- 
derful commentary." 

This passage was apparently misunderstood by some 
later writers, who imagined that Rabbi Akiba was the au- 
thor of the Sefer Yesirah attributed to Abraham. Hence 
Isaac de Lates' criticism in the introduction to the Zohar: 

nrr'ntj' njtj'o inis-ipi htv ibd ain?^ wpy 'ai^ -i^nn ^d niyi 

.Dma«D n^api on^aa naw 

"Besides, who permitted Rabbi Akiba to write the 
Sefer Yesirah ? They called it Mishnah, and it was handed 
down to them by oral tradition from Abraham." 

Moses Cordovero flatly denies Rabbi Akiba's author- 
ship of the Sefer Yesirah. In the Pardes Rimmonim he 
says: 

n^jao li'n Di^tj'n v'?v imx omas^ n^non nT-v ibd udn njni 

.nosDiD nj^Ri X3'pj? m^ iniK 

"We have a Sefer Yesirah attributed to Abraham. 
Some ascribe it to Rabbi Akiba, but there is no general 
agreement." 
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Modern writers are also divided in their opinions con- 
cerning the age of the Sefer Yesirah. Some of them be- 
Heve it to be a production of the first or the second cen- 
tury B. C. ; others place it in the Gaonic period, ranging 
from the seventh to the ninth century of the Christian Era. 
My personal inclination is to accept the late date (750-931) 
for that portion of the book which has been referred to as 
Sefer Yesirah II, in the discussion of the text; but there 
can be no doubt that the part containing the account of the 
origin of letters, which was explained above, is pre-talmudic, 
and is referred to in the Taltaud in the following passage : 

n^^ -nnn sp nin «?i nnna. •'yncD kp Mn sin nn n'-op^ nniK' 
^D nri' iin h^'VE'in 311 sr^n m . may? mn. ns snan id y« 
^posi sn^'Ti s^rj/ in? naiQi hit-v^ laoa 'pdvi xniK' ''^yo 

*\ ni? 
niD^na ■'poy iin snatj' '?j;d ?3 si'-j/nx aii xrjn ama 

™. IT? ''?Di«i sn^'n K?ri' in? ni'oi m^v 

"Rabba created a man (Rashi says, through the Sefer 
Yesirah), and sent him to Rabba Zera who spoke to him, 
but received no answer. He then said to him, "You are a 
creature of the learned, return to your dust." 

"Rab Hanina and Rab Oshaiah sat the entire eve of 
the sabbath studying the Sefer Yesirah and created a three 
year old calf, and ate it" . . . "Like the case of Rab Hanina 
and Rab Oshaiah who studied the Hilkot Yesirah every 
Friday, and a three year old calf was created for them, 
which they ate." 

The Sefer Yesirah and the Hilkot Yesirah mentioned 
in these passages are undoubtedly our original Sefer 

*' Sanhedrin 6sb. 
»» Ibid.. 67b. 
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Yesirah, from which was borrowed the Baraita beginning 
with the words of the Sefer Yesirah : 

^'.1^13 D^iyn ^3 n« ^•<pos> pn> ip nt inn 
"Void is a green Hne that surrounds the whole universe." 

This passage must have been a part of the original 
Sefer Yesirah and not a later interpolation, for it tallies 
with the paragraphs before and after it, so 'that its omission 
Ifeaves a gap that no other can fill so satisfactorily. 

A. F. Thimus," who shares the view of Molitor" and 
of Meyer," that the Sefer Yesirah was written in the later 
days of the Babylonian Exile, maintains that the Pythagor- 
ean philosophy is an adaptation from the Sefer Yesirah. It 
is quite remarkable that, according to the Hebrew sources, 
the Sefer Yesirah was diligently studied in the sixth century 
B. C, the period in which Pythagoras lived. 

The "'JaiKi DipV" Lemberg i860, 20a, quotes from a 
kabbahstic work nK''^s, as follows: 

.-.Dn 1? mp niDNi ?ip na rrxx'' , riTv "lEJoa pidj/? ^'nnn n'oT 

ICyC niD3?l D''JB'3 HT'V' 1303 IpOynj 1J3 NI^D ?XN IST 

PDD n^Tl DDK inSD3 3in3 H^ll IDN DIN DH? Ninj IDNDm ^^DH 

•'nn 'N» iin^Di' y'Ni noN '?^ 'n nix pnio ptmi xnajn imx nu 
nunc n»3 d^ns nD3 nji3 n^ne' nnx^ n"nD? ^cd •['? '?wdk y'x 
ny ^?3 in3«^D3 n?i injoim b^j-id mx n^n n?i ni^iao n»3 
nnxn -\"v ?3n lyn^tj' ny injoix mo ma'^i mx 'J3 '3 tnin^BK' 
itj>-)sjtj> ny Dn3*i3 nDjp^ i^nnn inji3ni nioi 'uoisn ij/n'B'3i 
D'B'iy on "ijn3 nny n^n Nint5' no ini»3 d>nj3 d'B'Wi in»3n3 
toisn nr ^tj* nu3 in^jn mx 'J3 dn3 iB"j'"int}'3i , d^dib'd 'j3 
vntr pj3n fJW Dn3 d'pdij'I dni» inasoi dn'^s d?13 D''3?ini 

"2 Die Harmonikale Symbolik, Koln 1876, II, pp. VI, 2, 133, 241. 
'^ Phitosophie ■ der Geschichte oder die Tradition, Frankfort 1827, 63. 
"Sefer Yesirah, Leipzig 1830, p. III. 



LETTERS AND NUMERALS IN SEEER YESIRAH — MORDELL 529 

"Jeremiah began to study Sefer Yesirah, when a 
heavenly voice came forth and said : 'Get thee an associate.' 
He accordingly went to his son Sira, and they studied the 
Sefer Yesirah together. Finally ... a man was created by 
them, upon whose forehead was written 'Emet' (n»x = 
truth). The person created had a knife in his hand, and 
was erasing the letter Aleph of the word Emet. Jeremiah 
said to him, 'Why do you that?' He answered, 'I will tell 
you a parable.' This case is similar to that of a man who 
built many houses, countries, and towers, and no one ap- 
preciated his art or his work, until two men induced him to 
teach them the secret of his art, so that they knew it all 
thoroughly. When they learned the art, and the man's 
secret and method, they began to irritate him with their 
words, and finally left him, taking his science with them 
and became builders like him. What he did for a denarius, 
they did for three peshutim. When peojile learned of their 
existence, they all left the original artisan and went to 
them, honoring them, and negotiating with them in their 
building enterprises." 

This passage, which may also be considered as having 
been prefixed originally to a copy of the Sefer Yesirah, not 
only indicates that Jeremiah and Ben Sira studied the 
philosophy of the Sefer Yesirah (or the invention of the 
alphabet), but afeo gives a reason why this study should be 
kept secret. 

In his work Sefer ha-Gematria, Rabbi Judah he-Hasid 

55 

says : 

5iDin N? niDNi ^ip na n«x' m^s' laoa pioy? nxn nhid p 
D-'ic 'J nspD^i u "ipoyi. . . rax in>»i' ^vn i^ i?n no? inicj? 
-i»N wmn diK nsD3 i»3 ddn inxM ainsi nns ms, dh? snai 

» Quoted by Epstein in Dnwn nVJimpO. Wien 1887, p. 122. 
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IiB'xin DIN riN JTon^ hxib'd . . . n"Dpn . . . •!N13k> inNH Dn5> 

"iSB'n «iijn n-\» an? ids , ts'iJN ina n^iyn u lyo' k^b-- mx -iijr 
. nsy^ ntj'yj tdi 'nxoat}' jidnd 'n ipn»i jnao? niTiiNn ^nv 
"Ben Sira wanted to study the Safer Yesirah, when a 
heavenly voice came out and said: 'Thou canst not do it 
alone.' So he went to his father Jeremiah . . . and they 
studied it. At the end of three years a man was created by 
them, on whose forehead was written Emet (flDN = truth), 
as on the forehead of Adam. Then the one whom they had 
created said to them: 'God created Adam, and when He 
wanted to put him to death, he erased a letter from the word 
Emet and it became Met (DD = dead). So much the more 
reason is there why I should want to do the same, so that 
you may not again create a man and the world go astray 
through him like the generation of Enosh. . . !' Then the 
man who had been created said to them: 'Transpose the 
order of the letters, and erase the Aleph from the word 
Emet (noN) in my forehead. Immediately he turned into 
dust." 

Though we cannot regard all these passages quoted as 
historical documents, we have no right to reject them en- 
tirely. A work like the Sefer Yesirah could not have been 
entirely the product of one person, the one who actually put 
it into writing. Some of its contents must have been known, 
to at least a few persons, long before it was written down. 
It is, therefore, not at all impossible that the prophet Jere- 
miah and his grandson Ben Sira studied its philosophy. 

J. J. L. Barges" quotes from the Paris Cod. 762 the 
following passage, which occurs also in the Brit. Mus. Cod. 
15299: 

" }<Jn IBD, Paris 1866, p. X. 
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nov^i 1J3 ^snir? «"i^D p n^jc lamo 'ni onao 'n on i?k 
■•-ina Tiai Knp''DD idd pnpi isd ['jid] '-jh nao ht-v ibd n^j 
nnx pna ••nr lo tiJ'oK' 'i Pia D'pna 'n n k"1 ^aanr ibd >bn 
m pia ptj'D nma pia xa^py 'm ni^nis [pia] '^a tru 'an 
mD nini? no nij'K' no maipn inD n^iy mo nmo 'n . nx 
K-npn nn n.tMf'i ono tov-^D wvi nfi^n Dmn ?3 n^JCDi niabn 
'js -i»K,i [Ni'D 13] {^''tivy noy dik oi? nno rr^JB! Kin. 'd hidn 
[STD p] t5'"tDxy 'ao anai inDr 3t^> td i^n i^ idk nn p nn 
. . . 'ni ni'X'' -laD nsa onao 'n pnai onnn i^k 

"These are the five Sefarim (books) and the five 
Sedarim (orders) which Ben Sira revealed to his son Uziel, 
and his grandson Joseph, Sefer Yesirah, Sefer Tagin, Sefer 
Dikduk, Sefer Pesikta Rabbeti in two forms, Sefer Zerub- 
babel, which contains five chapters: Simeon ben Yohai, 
Abot de rabbi Nathan, Otiot de rabbi Akiba, Maase 
Mishkan, Derek Eres. The five Sedarim are : Seder 01am, 
Seder Tekufot, Seder Shaot, Seder Ibbur, Seder Halakot, 
When he revealed alt these secrets, all the host of heaven 
shook, and the holy spirit came out and said: 'Who is it 
that revealed my secrets to mankind?' ^''ttVy [Ben 
Sira] arose and said: T Buzi son of Buzi.' The 
holy spirit said to him: 'Enough.' Immediately Joseph 
sat down and wrote down these words at the dictation of 
C'DXP [Ben Sira], and he wrote them in five books on the 
earth: Sefer Yesirah, etc. 

Although the greater part of this passage is obviously 
spurious, attributing, as it does, to Joseph ben Uziel works 
of well known authors who lived hundred of years later, 
it may be authentic with regard to the Sefer Yesirah, which 
heads the list. It is not unlikely that originally only the 
Sefer Yesirah had the ascription to Joseph ben Uziel, and 
as there were several other works in the same volume, some 
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ignorant copyist attributed them all to him. The original 
passage may have read as follows : 

Kin ^D niDN ^ipn nn rDKV'i nno ndx ?d iia'vi ntn nn n^jiK-ai 
1^ n»N , nil 13 nn ■'^x idni 6J'"dxv i»y din ^n^ nno h^je' nt 

"This is the Sefer Yesirah, which Ben Sira revealed to 
his son Uziel, and his grandson Joseph. When he had 
revealed this secret, all the host of heaven trembled, and 
the holy spirit came out and said: "Who is it that has re- 
vealed my secret to mankind ?"t^"DXV arose and said: 'I Buzi 
son of Buzi.' Then the holy spirit said to him : 'Enough.' 
Immediately Joseph sat down and wrote down the Sefer 
Yesirah at the dictation of K"'t2VV." 

From a passage of a commentary on the Sefer 
Yesirah of the thirteenth century, which is still extant in 
manuscript (Bodleian Library, Codex 1947), we can see 
that the commentator knew that the Sefer Yesirah was 
written by Joseph ben Uziel, for he says: 

...K'Tpn nn m nm nn ^ip n'-an^ >dd ^Nniy p fiov 1112'^ nn 

1313D '?)! 1XV 3K'ni 

"These are the words of Joseph ben Uziel, who 
received them from Jeremiah: 'Voice, air, speech,' this is 
the holy spirit. . . . and restore the creator to his abode." 

As the commentator declares words in the Sefer 
Yesirah to be the language of Joseph ben Uziel, he evidently 
believed that he wrote it. 

In another passage the commentator says : 

— ^333 niD n^3J Nn^n n'oi' 'so ^nnij? t3 f\Dv 13 
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"So Joseph ben Uziel received from Jeremiah the 
Prophet. The secret was revealed in Babylonia." 

By TiD is apparently meant the Sefer Yesirah," which 
he believed to have been revealed and transmitted to Joseph 
ben Uziel by the prophet Jeremiah. The commentator may 
have obtained this information from such passages as that 
mentioned above, in which it is said that Jeremiah and Ben 
Sira studied the philosophy of the Sefer Yesirah, and 
revealed it to Joseph ben Uziel, who committed it to writing. 
It is also possible that the commentator had before him an 
ancient text of the Sefer Yesirah, which had at the begin- 
ning bs'Tij? 13 ^ovi KlT-na, "Baraita of Joseph ben Uziel" 
and at the end i)S''tl» p f\DY nJcai Dmnx- riitro p'So "Here 
ends the Mishnah of Abraham and the Mishnah of 
Joseph ben Uziel." Hence the heading and the ending of 
the commentary, which were taken by Recanati and other 
writers to mean that Joseph ben Uziel was the author of 
the commentary. This misunderstanding caused the biblio- 
graphers to catalogue it under the title bs'tip p f\DV'\ Nfi^na 
or HTX'' nsD. 

In the Leipzig Codex (No. XXX, fol. 12) there is 
another treatise called ^x''nj> p ^iDin xn^na, which A. 
Epstein"* considers a work by the same author as the 
commentary. The quoted title was given to the treatise 
apparently because of the following passage occurring 
therein : 

"Joseph ben Uziel taught it. It was revealed to him by 
Jeremiah the prophet, and it must not be revealed to anyone 

" Comp. Rashi on Jer. 23, 18 where *11D is explained by Sefer Yesirah. 
» npinn, Krakan-Wien 1893-95, II, p. 41. 
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except the pious" (the modest?). In this passage the 
author doubtless refers again to the Sefer Yesirah, which 
was revealed or handed down by the prophet Jeremiah to 
Joseph ben Uziel. 

It is known that Ben Sira was only the family name of 
the author of Eccl'esiasticus, which is believed to have been 
written in the third or second century B. C. About his 
given name, the opinions vary. According to some, it was 
Joshua (= Jesus) ; others say Simeon; still others, Eliezer. 
I am inclined to believe that one part of the book was 
written by the high-priest Simeon the Just, and the other 
by his brother Eliezer during the lifetime of the former; 
for concerning Simeon Eliezer says: 

^'.iJV'Kn'' VDm nbn pi?»B' DV !»><'' 

"May his kindness be confirmed to Simeon and may he 
save us in his days." 

These two brothers were descendants of the high-priest 
Joshua ben Jehozadak ben Seraiah, to whom the wisdom 
taught in Ecclesiasticus was attributed. Joshua ben Jeho- 
zadak was apparently also called Joshua ben Seraiah, which 
is really identical with Joshua ben Sira — as Ezra the scribe, 
for instance, was also called Ezra ben Seraiah. 

Like Ecclesiasticus, the Pseudo-Ben Sira's "Alphabet 
of Ben Sira" was also attributed to Joshua ben Jehozadak. 
Hence its title in the Hebrew-German edition (Offenbach, 

1728)." 

Isidore of Seville, in his remote day (620), identified 
Jesus, the son of Sirach, with Joshua ben Jehozadak, and 
in the Latin MSS. of Ecclesiasticus, it is stated that Ben 

"' Norbert Peters, Ecclesiasticus, Freiburg 1902, p. 429. 
™ Comp. Ojsar Yisrael, New York 1909, vol. 3, p. 107. 
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Sira was a son of Jehozadak"* As Jewish tradition"'' holds 
Ben Sira to have been a grandson of Jeremiah, we must 
assume that the prophet's daughter was the wife of Jehoza- 
dak. Joseph ben Uziel therefore was a grandson of Joshua 
ben Jehozadak, and, consequently, could not have written 
the Sefer Yesirah later than at the end of the fifth century 
B. C. 

As the Pythagorean number philosophy is doubtlessly 
identical with the Sefirot philosophy of the Sefer Yesirah, 
therefore, by solving the latter the former has also been 
solved. We should therefore determine who were P3rtha- 
goras and the Pythagoreans. Dr. A. Hirsh {JQR., vol. XX, 
p. 6i) doubts whether there ever was a Pythagoras, 
although he has no doubt there existed a Pythagorean 
school of philosophers. It is admitted (J. Burnet, Early 
Greek Philosophy, page 99) that "all that has come down 
to us under the names of various disciples of Pythagoras is 
pure forgery, of the most worthless kind. The whole early 
history of Pythagoreanism is therefore conjectural, and all 
we really know of the school is what we are told by 
Aristotle." According to some writers Pythagoras was a 
Greek, according to others, he was either a Phoenician or a 
Syrian. There have been also some writers who believe 
that he was a Jew.'" He has even been identified with the 
prophet Ezekiel."* If Pythagoras was a Hebrew he should 
rather be identified with the high-priest Joshua son of 
Jehozadak. Philolaus, the first one to publish the Pytha- 
gorean philosophy, should be identified with Joseph ben 

" See Nestle in Hasting's Bible Dictionary, Vol IV, p. 542, 

"2 See "Alphabet of Ben Sira," n. p. n. d., p. 2. 

^ Rathgeber, Grossgriechenland und Pythagoras, Gotha i866, pp. 323, 
461, 466. 

" Ibid., 334. 
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Uziel who wrote the Safer Yesirah. Hence the only 
genuine fragments of Philolaus are those which have come 
down to us in the Sefer Yesirah. Moreover, it would be 
proper to assume that most of the Pythagoreans were Jews 
who went to Palestine where they assumed the name of 
Essenes. This name may have originated from 5?!|B'^ = vlB'in'' 
the Hebrew name of Pythagoras. 



'« niiyo 
mabs nnTiJ dtie'i dic^'B' 
niN3X nin'' n'' ppn naan 

: nSDI •\)SD) IDiDa 

DntJ'y noan niK^B nn^n: 

n ,v n ,a ,3 o ,i ,i ,2 ,n 

nrniK mts'y DTitr .mtj'y 
,3 ,D ,b ,•• ,D ,n ,T ,n niDitJ'a 
K^i mtry DinB> ,p ,x ,y ,d 



SEFER YESIRAH 
Chap. I 

§1 
Thirty-two mysterious 
ways of wisdom has the 
Lord, Lord of hosts, or- 
dained through Scribe, 
Script, and Scroll. 

§2 

These are the thirty-two 
mysterious ways of wis- 
dom, twenty-two letters, 
which are ten double and 
twelve simple. 

§3 

The ten double letters 
are /D ,V n ,a ,3 ,) n ,i /3 ,N 
ten and not nine, ten and 
not eleven. The twelve 
simple letters are rn ,t ,n 
,p ,s ,v ,D ,3 ,» ,b ,'' ,a 
twelve and not eleven; 
twelve and not thirteen. 
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ivv 3B'm inn '?v im noyni 
:ijno ^v 

niiniK DTici Dntj'y 
nna nmxn ^ii?3 nipipn 
:niDipD ntrona nan nijjup 



tppn nvniN Qintj'i DnB-j? 
1X1 lans n^oni i^'pb' jisn 



'1 n:^Q 
f\bi< iTDm l^ptr is"ix i5f>3 
Dj/ nn , fi^N Dy i^iiai t^ia oy 
t^iai t^D !3i nn ny t^oi t^n 
nann ba nvdj n^'-isn nnnn 



Investigate them, examine 
them, establish the matter 
clearly, and restore the 
Creator to His abode. 

§4 
Twenty-two letters are 
engraved by the voice, 
hewn out in the air, and 
established by the mouth 
in five places. 

§5 
Twenty-two letters He 
engraved, hewed out, 
weighed, changed, com- 
bined, and formed out of 
them all existing forms, 
and all forms that may in 
the future be called into 
existence. 

§6 
How did He combine 
them, weigh them, and 
change them around? K 
with all of them and all 
of them with K; 3, with 
all of them and all of 
them with 2; and so 
forth, all of them turning 
around in order; thus all 
words and all forms are 
derived from them. 
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nrmx DTin ontry 
niNo yanxa ^j^» ni,»up 
ntini nnytj' nymxi q^jidk-i 
im? t»^Di iinxi ci'ja ^j^jn 



'n njtya 
,D^m ^JK* nun ci^nx tic? 
, DTia HE'K' nun n^l)3N e'^b' 
onK'y nun nuix yaix 
DUDN B'on ,n^n3 nrnxi 
K'E' , Qina Dncyi nsD nun 
onB'yi niKD wk* nun du3n 
nun DU3K: yiE' , &''n3 
.D'-nn D'-im-si d'ei^n ncDn 

n^n' tnxn pxi m? 'pty mn 
: yiDB'? 



§7 
Twenty-two letters are 
engraved in a circle, with 
484 divisions, and the cir- 
cle turns forward and 
backward; thus in J3l? 
[delight] , the y is at the 
beginning; in 5?i3 [plague], 
the V is at the end. 

§8 
Out of two stones two 
houses are built, out of 
three stones six houses are 
built, out of four stones 
twenty-four houses are 
built, out of five stones one 
hundred and twenty houses 
are built, out of six stones 
seven hundred and twenty 
houses are built, out of 
seven stones five thousand 
and forty houses are built. 
Go and count further, 
what the mouth is unable 
to pronounce, and the ear 
is unable to hear. 



"2 pnC 

'ts m^Q 
?3 nN nnyi n>DDi sriix 
inx. DB'3 nmn ?3 nsi •\)Tn 



Chap. II 

§9 

H e combines and 
changes about and makes 
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Nxr Tain ^si iix'n ?3 kvoj 



CDi n?i?D? B'N , B'K CO nn 
}''B' noon D"D nn? ioidi 



CKVi'' inoi HDia'oi K?aio 
niDN wiK ,iay d^d nn 
tnoK' ni3« neon ihb' n"E'DK 



nn^in nwB'i onc'vi noiy 



all forms and all words 
with the One Name; thus 
all forms and all words are 
derived from the One 
Name. 

§ lo 
Three vowels CJ'DN consti ■ 
tute a great secret, mar- 
vellous and hidden. From 
them go forth air, water, 
and fire. Fire above and 
water below, and air holds 
the balance between them; 
thus o is mute B' is hiss- 
ing, and N holds the bal- 
ance between them. 

§ II 
Three vowels n"DN con- 
stitute a great secret, mys- 
terious and hidden. From 
them go forth air, water, 
and earth. Four vowels 
IT'E'DK, which are five vow- 
els, that gave birth to 
twenty-seven consonants. 

§ 12 
The five vowels stand 
each one by itself, but the 
twenty-seven consonants 
are all dependent on the 
vowels. He made them in 
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ni? ny ny icnp iiyoa t^isn 



D^ntj'i nnK'y i^x nn^in 



the form of a state, and 
arranged them hke an 
army in battle array. The 
only One Master, God, the 
faithful King, rules over 
them from His holy abode 
forever and ever. 

§ 13 

The five vowels and 
twenty-seven consonants, 
these are the twenty-two 
letters which the Lord, 
Lord of hosts, established 
out of the ten digits and 
zero. 






nw no'^ai ni-rao icy 
tDiD2 in^nni tn^nna jdid 
tan n^nu micj'i? nan^tj'a 
TH'' tHNtj' njna Dam nMna 



Chap. Ill 

§ H 
The ten digits and zero 
— close thy mouth from 
speaking and thy heart 
from thinking, and if thy 
heart should leap, bring it 
back to its place; for con- 
cerning this has the coven- 
ant been made. 

§ 15 

The ten digits and zero, 

their end is joined with 

their beginning, and their 

beginning with their end, 
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tn''''ax no^^ai niTao iirj? 
}n^ l^N jn'^ani ptan nsiDa 
aityi Kivna tna nan ^iiD 
ijD^i 1STT naiD3 nasa^i 
: niinn^-o m ind3 



notf TiUDi Tina D'D^iyn 



n"'> nJiS'D 
nn ^ip na axni ppn nnx 
: tj'npiT nn nn nmi 



iii'D ma 3xni ppn cntj' 
*i'paE> PIT" IP nr inn ,inai 
i5n mai , i5iD D^iyn ^a nx 



as the flame is attached to 
the coal. Understand wis- 
dom and be wise in under- 
standing, that there is but 
one Master, and there is no 
second to Him, and before 
One, what countest thou? 

§ 16 
The ten digits and zero, 
their appearance is hke 
lightning; to their aim 
there is no limit. They go 
and come at His word, and 
at His command they pur- 
sue Hke the whirlwind, and 
kneel before His throne. 

§ 17 
These are the ten digits 
and zero, with which the 
Eternally Living God, 
blessed be His name, 
ordained His world. 

§ 18 
One — He graved and 
hewed out of it voice, air 
and speech, and this is the 
Holy Spirit. 

§ 19 

Two — He graved and 
hewed out of them void 
and chaos. Void is a green 
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: Qia Q1NXV triDE' Dinna 



'0 nityo 
B'EJT ina avni ppn tj'^E' 
t3''sn nanj? I'oa !.NB''y d^di 
nanVD foa jaao noin t^oa 



«"3 njtyo 
NDD ini ixni ppn ynxi 



ir« ntr-yi e'aa inriD ix> 
iMKn ni^n:i D'-iax ^-im ijb'i 
one'y im^ to'-Di B'sriJ ijixtJ' 



line that surrounds the 
whole universe, and chaos 
refers to viscous stones, 
sunk in the abyss, whence 
water conies forth. 

§ 20 
Three — He graved and 
hewed out of them mud 
and clay. He arranged 
them like a garden bed. 
He set them up like a wall. 
He covered them like a 
pavement, and poured upon 
them snow, and the earth 
was formed. 

§ 21 
Four — He graved and 
hewed out of them the 
throne of glory, the ophan- 
im, the seraphim, the holy 
animals, and the minister- 
ing angels. 

§ 22 

He formed existence out 
of void, something out of 
nothing, and he hewed 
large stones out of intangi- 
ble air, thus twenty-two 
in number one in spirit. 
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:"3 mwi 



ppm ram ipni nsni D'ani 

ins vf-y n^jj tx nxnirr nn 

IB']? f3 nna i? ma , q?i» 

niyixK "iB'V pa nni ib jtidi 
ntJ'pi n^i-'iDn nna Nini v^an 
minn nvniN Q^riB'i ontJ'j; 
pB'D piD ns 1? n^3i uitr^a 
nni ]^V\ B'N3 tP^T ia''»3 

:niDiB'a mtj'y 



§ 23 

Also God set the one 
over against the other, 
good against evil, and evil 
against good; good out of 
good, and evil out of evil; 
good testing evil, and evil 
testing good; good is stor- 
ed away for the good, and 
evil is stored away for the 
evil. 

§ 24 
When Abraham our 
father arose, he looked and 
saw and investigated and 
observed and engraved and 
hewed and combined and 
formed and calculated, and 
his creation was successful. 
Then the Master of all re- 
vealed Himself to him, 
and made a covenant with 
him and with his seed 
forever. He made a cov- 
enant with him on the ten 
fingers of his hands, and 
this is the covenant of the 
tongue; and on the ten 
toes of his feet, and this is 
the covenant of circumcis- 
ion; and tied the twenty- 
two letters of the Torah to 
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his tongue and revealed to 
him their secret. He drew 
them through water ; 
stormed through air, He 
kindled them in fire, and 
melted them into ten dou- 
ble and twelve simple let- 
ters. 



Corrections to JQR., New Series, II, 557 ff. 

P. 564, 1. 25. For letters, read letter. 

P. 564, 1. 26. For combination by read combination A3 by. 

P. 567, 1. II. For i-ao-u-i read i-a-o-u-e. 

P. 567, 1. 26. For Ashkenaztic read Ashkenazic. 

P. 569, 1. 8. For n read » . For V read a . 

P. 569, 1. 9. For and the H and C read and the fl . 

P. 570. Footnote beginning, Dr. H. Malter, should be footnote on P. 571. 

P. 577, 1. 22. For water read snow. 

P. 579, 1. 25. For numerals read numbers. 

P. 381, 1. 23. For vowel letters, but read vowel letters 5?> but- 



